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THE STORAGE AND MARKETING OF SWEET 
POTATOES. 



IlffTBODUCTIOir. 

JCnch year tho swoet potato is becoming of f^oator importance as a 
commprcial truck crop in tho United States. During a long period 
it has formed one of the prineipal sourees of food for the people of the 
Southern States and tropieal Ameriea. As a eommercial truek erop 
the sweet i>otato would bo iiieluded among the five of greatest im- 
portaneo, ranldng perhaps about tliird in the list. As a food for tho 
great mass of the paople living in the warmer portions of our eountry 
the use of this crop is exeeoded only by hominy and riee. The larger 
cities of the eastern United States are well supplied with sweet pota- 
toes during a eonsiderablo portion of the year, but no provision has 
yet been made for many of the markets of the extreme North and 
Northwest. 

The sweet potato is espeeially adapted for growing on the thin, 
sandy, eut-over timber lands of tho South; in faet, the potatoes gro\vn 
on tliis eharaeter of soil are more uniform in size and ^ape and keep 
better than those grown upon the richer alluvial soils. A groat oppor- 
tunity is afforded tho farmars of tliis region to develop the sweat- 
potato industry, depending upon tho Rooky Mountain and Great 
Plains area for a market. 

Sweet potatoes ean be marketed to greater advantage when storage 
facilities are provided. Growers who do not have suitable storage 
faeilities are compelled to sell then* sweet potatoes for a low prieo at 
digging time, whilo comparatively high prices prevail during tho re- 
mainder of tho year. 

The proper keeping of sweet potatoes reqmrcs that they be (1) 
well gro\vn and thoroughly ripened; (2) froo from disease; (3) care- 
fully handled in digging and storing; and (4) stored in a dry, well- 
v^tilated plaeo where proper temperatures ean bo maintained. 

Tho first essential is mot by growing tho sweet potatoes on land 
adapted to the erop and in giving good eultivation. 

The seeond essential, freedom from disease, requires tho eareful 
selection of seed potatoes, the use of new soil in tho plant bed cacli 
year, and tho following of a erop rotation in the field, so that sweet 
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potatoes will not bo planted on the same land oftener than onco in 
three years. One of the best ways to keep the erop free from disoaee 
is to grow the seed stoek from vine euttings planted on land wharo 
sweet potatoes have not been gi'own for several years. Diseased and 
doeayed sweet potatoes should not bo thrown in the manure or on 
land where the crop is to l>o grown. A safer plan would be to bum 
till infeetod potatoes and refuse. 

The third essential lies in the eare excreiscd in handling the i>ota- 
toes at the time of digging and storing. Padded baskets and wagons 
with easy springs are rceoinmended for use in transporting them from 
the fiald to the storage house. 

The fourth assential, proper storage facilities, may easily bo pro- 
vided on almost any farm in the South, aspecially where lumber is 
chwap and wood or other fuel abundant. 

THE COWSTRUCTIOX OF STORAGE HOUSES. 

The farmers of the South, who as a rule grow only a few acres of 
swoet potatoes, follow the p^raetice of storing them in pits or banks. 

Wlien free from disease 
at the time of storing, 
this method has proved 
fairly sueeossful for 
keeping the hardy va- 
rieties of sweet potatoes 
commonly gi*own in the 
Southern States, but 
the more delicate Jersey 
type, which is in de- 
mand in the northern 
markets, can not be 
successfully s t o r c <1 in 
this way. There is no 
difHeuUy, however, in 
the keeping of sweet potiilocs if they are free from disease, carefully 
handled, and stored under proper conditions. 

Two or three types of sweet-potato storage houses are used by grow- 
ers in the northern part of the sweet-potato region. One consists of a 
Imilding which is constructed entirely above ground and is provided 
with double walls, a plunk, concrete, or earth floor, bins for holding 
the stored potatoes, and suitable heating and ventilating facilitifts 
(fig. 1). l^igurc 2 shows a cross sc^ction of this typo of house. 

Another type of storage, used by growers in New Jersey, consists 
of a basement under the dwelling itself or under an outbuilding, but 
only par> way und(*r ground and provided witJi pl#nty of windows 
for vtwifeilation. A bapsemcnt storage must be dry to insure the keep- 
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ing of the potatoes, and it is doubtful if this type will prove satisfac- 
tory in the Gulf Coast States. Tho method of heating a storage eellar 
of this eharaetcr is praetieally tho same as for tho regular storage 
house, that is, by moans of a wood or coal stove. Where a steam or 
hot-water outfit is used for heating the dwelling, it also may be em- 
ployed for heating the storage cellar. Figure 3 shows a cross-seetion 
plan of a basement atorago for sweot potatoes. 

In both of tho foregoing tj-'pes of storage the potatoes are placed in 
bins rather than directly on the floor. As a rule, 2 by 4 inch or 2 by 
6 inch scantlings are placed on edge for sleepers, and a floor of 1 by 4 
inch slats is laid on these, leaving ^-inch spaces between the slats. The 
sides of the bins are cojistrueted by setting 2 by 4 inch scantlings 




Fio. 2.- -Cross section of a swoet-potato storage house. 

upright and nailing 1 by 4 inch strips to tliem. The slats forming 
the aides aro placed a little farther apart than those of the floor. In 
no case should tho potatoes be piled directly against tlie walls of 
tho storage houso. A space of G to 8 inches should be left between 
the bins and the <jutside wall, and the bins themselves should be 
separated at least 4 inches to insuro insulation and a freo circulation 
of air. Frequently the storage bins are constructed of small round 
poles that have been cut in the woods and allowed to season. These 
will answer as well as sawed lumber, but the bins are not quite so 
easily constructed. 

In some cases tho raised floor is dispensed with and the potatoee 
stored uj>on a betl of pine noedl#s or straw 2 or 3 inch©® deep. Even 
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where the slat floor is used, dry pine litter is frequently scattered 
over the slats to prevent bruising tho i)otatoes. 

The dimonaions of the house will dcpoiid upon tho quantity of 
potatoes to be stored. As a rule, the house should bo rather long 
and narrow with a passageway running through the center and the 
bins on ©ithor side. Th« bins themselves should not bo more thwi 
8 by 10 feet, but 6 by 10 feet is a better size. It is desirable to have 
each bin of sueh size that tho entire contents can be removed at one 
time. If it is intended to ship carload lota, the bins should be planned 
so that the contents of two, three, or four bins will fill a car, depend- 
ing on tho size of the bins. By building tho house 18 or 20 feet 
wide the bins can be 6 or 7 feet deep on either side of a 4-foot pas- 
sageway and still allow plenty of ventilation betwe»u the bins and 




Fio. 3. — Ctmb section of k basement fltoniKe (or swent potatoes. 

the outaido walls. In the cellar type of storage in common use in 
New Jersey, cntranco is made tlirough an outside doorway, reached 
by an easy stairway or by an inclined passageway. The bins are 
arranged around the walls of the storage room. The stove, which is 
usually required for heating the room during the curing and storage 
period, is located as near the center of the room as possible. 

A tyi>o of storago house that has proved very satisfactory tlirough- 
out the Southern States is an outdoor cellar built on high, well- 
drained ground. On a lino of posts is idaccd a ridgepole, against 
which split timbers, poles, or planks are arranged A fashion with 
ouo end on tho ground. A layer of pino brush is placed upon tho 
timbers and coveretl with 6 or 8 inches of eartli. Bermuda grass is 
planted in tho earth covering to prevent its wasliiug away. Doors 
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FiQ. 4. — An outdoor cellar or flugout for the storai^e of sweet 
potatoes. 



aro placed in either cud, antl one is sometimes placed midway in tlio 
side wall. Ventilators are inserted near the ridge at intervals of 10 
or 12 feet and stove flues provided. It is advisable to place a stove 
at each end, jnst insido tho door, where it e-an be oonvcniontly tmidod, 
and by opening the V(«itilators near tho middlo of the house the heat 
>vill bo distributed uni- 
fornUy. A cellar of this 
typo is shown iji flguro 
4. !More elaborate out- 
door cellars of tliis typo 
aro shown in figures 5 
and C>. The storage 
houso shown in figure G 
has a atojic fouiidiition 
and the upper part of 
the strueturo is ctnled 
to mako it frost proof. 
No bins are provided, tho 
potatoes being placed in 
long piles on the earth 
floor or on a bed of pine 
needles. Ordinai'ily the piles run lengthwise of tVie hous* and aro not 
over 3 feet in height. 

Tho main requisite in th« oonstruetion of a sweet-potato storage 
houso is to seeure reasonable warmth at all times and frcctlom 

froni moisture. Ono (lis- 
advantago in a double- 
construction coiled houso 
is the formation of mois- 
ture upon tho coiling 
during cold weather and 
its dripping upon the 
stored potatoes. How- 
ever, if nailing strips are 
flrst fastened to* the 
rafters and the ceiling 
boards run from the 
ridge to t he plato, the 
moisture will be carrie<l 

FlQ. 5.— A Bwcct-potato stomRO house built partially under ground. i „ • i 

^ down a slopo to the side 

of tho house and will not drip upon the |K>tatoes. This difficulty 
is not oft^u eneountiaeitl in the sUliu- type of storage house or in the 
outdoor cellar covered with wirth. A storage houso need not be ex- 
pansive, as the cheapaet niat«rials may be used. Kough lumb«r wiUi 
the cracks batt<*iuwl will sai've for the oxit^ covM'ing and similar 
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material lined with building paper will do for the interior. The stor- 
age bins may be eonstmeted of the eheapest sawed lumber and the 
roof of corrugated iron, shingles, or a good grade of roofing paper. 
The spaee between the sidinj^ and the inner lining of the building 



operation tlepond-s on the ease with which a uniform temperature ean 
bo maintained. In the ecllar type of storage, variations in tempera- 
ture are slight under ordinary eonditious. Perhaps no type of storage 
keeps so even a temperature as the outdoor cellar. The heavy eov- 
oringof earth is a good insidation against eold, and very little heat is 
nK^uired to maintain a uniform df^eo of warmth. 

VAKIETIES OF SWEET POTATOES FOR MARKETING. 

One problem that will naturally concern the farmer who eontcm- 
platas growing sw&ot potatoes for market is the selection of varieties 
to plant. Throughout the eastern United States the yellow-skinned, 
yellow- fleshed, dry, mealy root is in favor. The principal varictiee 
of this type are liig Stem Jersey, including the so-called Improved 
Big Stem, and the Yellow Jersey, of which there are several strains, 
known locally as Yellow Nan.senioud, Pepper's Choice, Early Caro- 
lina, Gold Coin, and Up-llivers. The varieties and strains of the 
Jersey group mature quickly and are the most dasirable for early 
marketing direct from the field. 

In parts of the SoutJi and Southwest the variety known as Nancy 
Hall, sometimes (mlled Muscatine, is rapidly growing in favor. It is 
a more vigorous grower than the Jersey varieties. Its roots are of the 
same general shape and color, but its ilesh is a deeper yellow, and 
when cooked is moist and very sweet. It yields heavily, is a good 
keeper, and is in demand on all markets where the people arc accus- 
tomed to a potato having moist flesh. 

The Triumph is similar to the Xancy TTall, but its flesh is a little 
dricTj and for that reason this variety is better adapted for the 




should not be filled with 
sawdust or other mate- 
rial, but should be left 
as a dead-air space. 



Fio, 6. — A awoet-potato storage house built partially under 
ground upon a stono (oundation. 



Tn localities where the 
soil and climate are suf- 
ficiently dry, cellar stor- 
age, either independent 
or underneath ; build- 
ing, can be made sat- 
isf acto ry . Reasona b 1 e 
dryness is necessary to 
success in any storage 
house, and economical 
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northern markets. "\Mule the Nancy Hall and the Trmmph varietioB 
will keei> -well during the TAantor, Uiey mil not hold up for mftrketing 
through the spring months. 

In order to oxt^tl ln^s^keti^ng jjeriod further it will be naceesary 
to i^lant a portion of th« acre«go Uy one or more of the following 
varieties: Georgia Yam, Southca-n QuiMiii or Ilayman, Pumpkin Yam, 
and Dooley. These are excellent keepers and find a fair market dur- 
ing the spring. For eanning purposes sneh varieties as Big Stem 
Jersey, Yellow Jersey, and Triumph should be planted, as the varie- 
ties having moist, soft flesh when cooked are not well adaj^ted to 
canning.' 

HARVESTING SWEET POTATOES. 

The most important factor in keeping sweet j^otatoes is careful 
handling. They should be dug with implements which -will not cut 
or bruise the roots, and they should be takeii from the field in j^atlded 
baskets and si>ring wagons. For this reason a machine or elevator 
type of potato digger is not well suited to the digging of swoet pota- 
toes. A digger of the j^low type, having sev**ral rods attached to th» 
moldboard, is better adapted for this work. (Sec fig. 7.) Sweet 
potatoes should not be dug when the ground is wet and sticky, but 
when it is in a suitable condition to work, so that the soil will not 
adhere to the potatoes. Follo-\ving the digger, laborers rake the pota- 
toes from the soil -with their hands and leave them on the surface to 
dry. If possible, the digging should be done on a bright, sunshiny, 
windy day, so that the jjotatoes may lie exposed to the sun and wind 
for one or two hours before being haided to the storehouse. 

Some growers grade the potatoes in the field, while others gather 
©varytliiiig into baskets and haul to sorting tables located in a shed 
alongside the storage house. Ea<^h method has its advantages, but 
on the whole it is mtn-e desirable to grade the j^otatoes in the field 
and then take them in baskets direct to the storage bins. In har- 
vesting and storing, sweet potatoes should be handled as little as 
pos.sible. In grading, the main thing is to separate from the market- 
able 2>t)tatoes all that are eut, broken, or badly bruised, as well as 
any that are of irregular shape, extremely largo, or too small. The 
smaller potatoes, commonly called "seed," include all that can be 
spanned by the thumb and seeond finger. When thera is a greater 
quantity of seed stock than is ueed»d for homo use and for the next 
season's planting, the surplus may be sold locally at a low price or 
employed for fattening hogs. For the latter purpose they are wortJi 
about 25 cents a bushel. 

The hamper basket, also called the Delaware basket, shown in 
figure 8, wluch holds approximately five-eighths of a bushel, is 

> For Information on tho genaral cullure of awoot potatoes, see Farmers' Bulletin 324, entitled " Sweet 
Potateea," ' which wIU be sent free on application to a Member ol Congress or to tbe Secretary of Agriculture. 
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eommonly used for carrying the potatoes from the field. The 
are hauled in a Ifti'go spring wagon or an ordmaiy farm 




FlQ. 7.— Sppftlal plews tor dif^inx sweet potatoes. 



wagon with bolster springs, a rack baing placewl upon the bed to 
increase the carrying eapaeity. Figure S shows a wagon used by 




FK). S — Watf«A aafrpt«a to h&uIlHK sweet p#««toM frosa the ftuld to Ibe stiHrago house or ahlpptac 
point. 

New Jersey and ^laiyland growers for this purpoao. Sweet potatoes 
shoidd never under any eircumstancos be handled or shipped in bags, 
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nor should thoy be hauled loose in a wagon or be shipped in bulk in 
cars. Any bruising that would break the shell of an ogg wiU injure 
their keeping qualities. 

The usual method of harvesting potatoes is to dig them during 
the early part of the day, gathering and hauling them later. No 
more potatoes should be dug than can be stored beforo nightfall, 
as ttxpoBuro to the chilly night air will injure their keeping qualities. 

STOHINO THE ROOTS. 

As tho baskets of sweet potatoes aro brought from the field they 
are carric<l from the wagon by hand and emptied carefully into the 
bins. In filling the bins tho workmen begin at the rear end, pouring 
the potatoes in a layer about 2 foot in deptti over the entire surface. 
As a rule, the potatoes are then allowed to dry for a day or two 
beforo a second layer is put in. In the meantime, the first layer is 
being placed in other bins. In order to carry the second layer to tho 
back of a largo bin without walking upon the fii*st layer, a few bags 
filled with straw are thrown upon the potatoes and on these planks 
are placed for the workmen to walk on. As tho second layer is put 
in place tho planks and bags of straw aro removed. After a reason- 
able time for the second layer to become thoroughly dry a third 
layer is added in the same manner, the depth of potatoes being about 
6 feet when tho bin is filled. No straw or other material is placed 
l)etw«8n the layers. 

Whilo the potatoes are being brought into tho storago house, Are 
is kept in the stove or heater, maintaining a temperature of 80° to 
85° F., with plenty of ventilation. This heating or sweating process 
is continued about a week or ten days after the potatoes have all 
been brought in, tho length of time required to properly euro them 
depending somewhat on their condition as well as on the variety. 
It ^vill be necessary, however, to continue the curing process as long 
as tho potatoes are giving off large quantities of moisture. One test 
for curing is the ease or difficulty with which the skin of the potato 
may be scraped off. If it can be easily removed the curing process 
must be continued. One of the main objects of the fire-drying 
process is to drive off the surface moisture and to heal any injury. 
When the curing is completed the temperature is allowed to fall 
gradually to about 54° or 55° F., where it is maintained throughout 
the storage period. If sprouting takes place tho temperature sliould 
bo lowered sufficiently to check it, but not low cnou^ to endanger 
the roots. However, an occasional sprout is a good indication that 
the potatoes ar« keeping perfectly. 

In somo sections it may not be neceesary to maintain a fir© in the 
stove aft«- the kiln-drying or curing procese i» co^fdetod. Howefvw, 
tlio stove should be allowed to remain in the honwe for »se in eMe of 
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savoroly cold woathor. Whenever the temperature of the storage 
house falls to 45° F. or below, the fire should be started. Sweet 
potatoes in storage are more often injured by being exposed to n low 
temperature than from any other cause. The house may be opened 
and aired freely on dry, windy dayB, but should bo kept closed during 
rainy, moist weather. Sweet potatoes shrink from 8 to 15 per eent 
in storage. While there they should not bo disturbed or handled 
until wanted for marketing. Kven though a few potatoes are begin- 
ning to deeay they are better left undisturbed, as the handling in 
sorting tends only to spread the disease. The driving of a nail in 
tlie side of a bin or heavy pounding in any part of the house will 
cause the potatoes to deeay. When a bin is opened for marketing it 
is desirable to dispose of its ontiro contents without delay. Potatoes 
intended for seed should not be stored in the same bin with marketa- 
ble ones, although they may be kept in the same house. Seed pota- 
toes should, however, always bo stored in a part of the house where 
they need not be disturbed until wanted for bedding in the spring. 

KAEKETING SWEET POTATOES. 

Ono reason why southern farmers have not received more for their 
sweet potatoes is that they have not followed proper methods in mai> 
keting the crop. Frequently the potatoes are not only damaged in 
digging, but are put in bags or rou^ barrels without proper grading 
and rushed to market at a timo when there is an oversupply. Low 
prices are the result. The secret of securing high prices for any 
perishable farm product is (1) to properly grade, clean, and pack it 
and (2) to place it upon the market at a time when there is the great- 
est demand for it. The period of greatest demand for the sweet 
potato is from the 1st of September to the 1st of April, and the highest 
prices usually prevail from the middle of Decombcr until tlie 1st of 
Slarch. After this date the jjriees aro eithw very liigh or compara- 
tively low, according to the quantity that has been held in storage. 
To obtain the best prices it is necessary to have facilities for storing 
the crop from one to five montlis after harvesting. 

No matter how thoroughly the grading had been done when the 
jjotatoes were stored it "will be necessary to grade them again when 
taken from the bins and packed tor market. Two commercial grades 
are usually made: The larger or overgrown potatoes go into the 
class known as "pie" stock, which is sold to restaurants for use in 
the manufacture of pies and for cutting into small portions. The 
"prime" grade consists of those 2 to 3 inches in diameter and 4 to 5 
inches in length, or tho proper size for an individual portion. Choice 
potatoes will not bring high prices unless separated from the other 
grad«i. One Bouthem grower, who has achieved an enviable reputa- 
tion for quality, selects with sneh c&re that his first grade is almost as 
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uniform in size and shapo as if oach pofeato had been turned on a 
latho. It is, of course, impossible to seeuro a largo popcontage of 
extra-select stock, but 
a comparatively small 
quantity pays well for 
the trouble of selection. 

The standard veneer 
potato barrel with bur- 
lap cover (fig. 9) is 
commonly employed for 
shipping sweet potatoes 
direct from the field. 
For shipments during 
cold weather standard 
doTiblo-hcadcd stave 
barrels are employed. 
^^^lon the wooden head 
is used it should be 
pressed into place by 
means of a device, such 




Fw. 9. — Standard potato barrel commonly used for the stilpment 
of sweet potatoes during the summer months. 



as that used by New Jersey growers (fig. 10). By tliia method very 
little pounding is necessary and the potatoes do not become bruised. 

In marketing, sweet potatoes should bo carefully handled and pro- 
tected from cold. WTiilr the -t^u l rd barrel is generally used, there 

is a gi'owing tend- 
ency to ship in 
smaller pack ages. 
S(*>l«ct sweet pota- 
toes are now boing 
marketed ui several 
sizes and styles of 
baskets; also in 
fancy bushel crates. 
The demand for 
smaller packa ge s, 
..lUi-h can be de- 
livered intact to 
customers, is in- 
creasing. S w e o t 
j>otatoes oiTerctl in 
attractive p a c k - 
agos, well filled and 




—Sweet-potato barrels and a device for pressing the heads Into 
place. 



graded, command a fair price, even when the markets ar© ov««tocked 
with inferior goods. 

8J0 



16 THE STORAGE AND MARKETTNa OF SWEET POTATOES. 



Wli»novor a awoot potato bocomos thoroughly chilled or bruised 
decay sots in. In extremely cold weather tho barrels and packages 
sliipped should bo covered with heavy building paper and tho cars 
should bo provided with shoot-iron stoves to keep out frost and to 
prevent ehilling. A lining of ])ftper in tho barrel or basket will often 
prove an advantage. Under no eonsideration should sweet potatoes 
intended for markt^t b*^ shipp<»d in ba^ or in bulk. Tho attractive 
bushel hiimjjw basket and tho ven»»r potato barrel are perhaps the 
m**»t d«Birnblo p^ekAf os to viAe in mild weather and the double-headed 
barroJ and the bushftl box wli«ii feho weather is cold. 

/ STTMMARY. 

There is a constant and growing demand for sweet pot«feoea in the 
Xorth and "West, wh&ro the markets havo not been siifFici«Htly 
aupjdied. 

Tho sandy, cut-over timber Innds of tho Sonth(M*n Stat*s are well 
adapted to tho growing of sweet potatoes. 

Sweet jmtatoes may be market*»d at a greater j>rofit if provision is 
made for storing thran during the autumn and €wirly wint-ai*. 

To koej) well in stort^, swe#t potatoes must l>o weM riiH^xl, 
from disease, carefully harvestod, and jirojiorly housed. 

An inex]>ensivo bnilding, in which the moisture and t<HniKTaturo 
conditions can be controlled, will answer for storing sweet potato«*8. 

During tho curing jieriod tho temi>cratiire of th« storage room 
should bo maintained at from 80° to 85° F., and proper ventilation 
should be ]>rovided. 

During tho storage period thoro ahoidd not bo a fluctuation of more 
than 5 degrees in either direction from a temperature of 54° F. 

The varieties to grow are t^ose do-mandod by Idie market and which 
will cover the longest season. 

Sw«#t jiotatocs should bo cartrfully graded wh<«i i>lacod in tih» stor- 
age ho\ise and again who-n ]>aeked for market. 

Sweet potatoes should never bo marketed in bags or in bulk. 
Ve-neer barrels with burlap covers and hamper baskets are the 
most desirable packages for mild weather and doublo-hoaded barrels 
an<l bushel boxes during cold weather. 

With tho growing demand for sweet potatoes in the markets of tho 
North and West tlioro is every indueeintwit for aolithern farmers to 
adopt improved cultural and storage motJiods and mak« t4ie sw«et 
potato a more imjjortant money ©rop. 
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